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Ranald MacDonald was born at Fort Astoria in the spring of 1824. 
His father was Archibald MacDonald, Chief Factor of the Hudson’s Bay 
post located at Fort Astoria. His mother was Princess Raven, daughter 
of the Chinook Indian Chief Comcomly, who greeted both the Lewis and 
Clark and the John Jacob Astor expeditions, and who is credited as 
being the first Columbia River bar pilot. The Chief made the wedding of 
his daughter and the Chief Factor a memorable one by carpeting the 
path from the canoe to the Fort with sea-otter skins which he presented 
as her dowry. Even though Ranald was born in the spring, he later 
chose to observe February 3 as his birthday to honor his father and 
Horace Greeley, founder of the New York Tribune, whose birthdays 
occurred on that date. During the winter of 1832-33, he attended Ball’s 
school at Fort Vancouver in the first schoolhouse west of the Rockies. 
He finished his formal training in Winnipeg. 


For the two centuries between 1636 when Christianity was outlawed 
in Japan and 1854 when Commodore Perry forced a trade agreement, 
Japan was in a period of extreme isolation. Foreigners were forbidden 
to enter and Japanese returning from a foreign country were put to 
death. Only a small contingent of Dutch traders were allowed, and they 
only at Nagasaki. 


Intrigued by his ancestry, MacDonald theorized that there was a racial 
link between the American Indian and the Japanese. With a sincere 
desire to make friends with the Japanese people, he determined to enter 
Japan, hoping to learn the language and be an interpreter when trade 
was finally established. 


In 1848, at the age of 24, he shipped out as a deck hand on a whaling 
ship bound for the Sea of Japan, a lucrative area for the New England 
whaling fleet. When near the northern tip of Hokkaido, he paid the 
ship’s captain for a 27-foot sailboat, a quadrant, and provisions for 
several days, then set out alone on his adventure. 


On the third day, within sight of a village on Rishiri Island, he raised 
the plug of his boat, half filling it with water, to appear to be a sailor in 
distress. He was rescued by friendly Ainu fishermen, turned over to the 
local Japanese autorities and subsequently sent as a prisoner to 
Nagasaki at the southern tip of Japan. 


Because of MacDonald’s pleasant disposition and his love of books, he 
was permitted to instruct 14 Japanese scholars in the use of oral English. 
Until then, scholars (some of them being fluent in Dutch) studied English 
only by using Dutch-English dictionaries. Some of his students became 
chief interpreters for the Japanese government when dealing with 
Commodore Perry in 1854, particularly E-inoske Moriyama whom 
historians give credit for being influential in the liberalization of Japan. 


After nine months of teaching, MacDonald was safely deported from 
Japan when an American ship stopped at Nagasaki to pick up a ship- 
wrecked crew. Never returning to Japan, he spent most of his adult 
years in a variety of mining and other business ventures in British 
Columbia, none of which were financially rewarding. His retirement was 
spent near Kettle Falls, Washington, writing his J apanese memoirs and 
trying unsuccessfully to find a publisher. His death came at age 70 in 
1894. Thirty years later, his book* was published under the scholarly 
supervision of editors William S. Lewis and Naojiro Murakami. 


* MacDonald, Ranald. Ranald MacDonald: The Narrative of his early life on the Colum- 
bia under the Hudson’s Bay Company's regime; of his experiences in the Pacific Whale 
Fishery; and of his great Adventure to Japan; with a sketch of his later life on the 
Western Frontier, 1824 - 1894. Eastern Washington State Historical Society, West 2316 
First Avenue, Spokane, Washington 99204. A limited supply of books is still available. 
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Special thanks are due Consul Noboru Hara and Ben Kasubuchi of the 
Portland Japanese Ancestral Society for special arrangements, and to 
the Eastern Washington State Historical Society and the Far Eastern 
Library, University of Washington, for photographic and bibliographic 
assistance. 


RANALD MacDONALD COMMEMORATION 


February 3, 1974 
2:30 P.M. 
MASTER OL, CEREMONIES 2s soca. cee cine 5 seo ieeties Parise ne eaten ene eee Bruce R. Berney, Librarian 
AMERICAN and JAPANESE NATIONAL ANTHEMG.............. Yasu Kobayashi and Saeko Saheki 
WELGO MBs S25 t See e ret eos as Onan ene eee IRR oie: ae Harry M. Steinbock, Mayor of Astoria 
GREETINGS cos ceenicparotien thus item Manan ee. eae Poe ee ers Masatada Higaki, Consul General of Japan 
ROLES DAN CHS castes ume. 2 ice een an, ene eee ar ener ee Penen ETS Barbara Sono and Yuko Takeo 
RANALDIMacDONALD ADVENTURE Ree sc sche onan Gee eae Judge Ralph Edgerton 
JAPANESE KOTOSCONCIR Dee 2 ee tae eee eco Saeko Saheki, Reiko Fine, Hisako Saito, 


Fumie Sakano, Francis Soejima, Mary Yoshimi 
OCHASERKT (Japanese Reireshments)=...9- vic aot eee ee oe ae ee ee Courtesy of Port of Astoria 


DEMONSTRATION, OR JAPANESE\GAMES.. 20 22.2. c0siis sees aes on: Koichi Okamoto, AFS Student 


Sponsored by the Astor Library Friends Association 
R. F. Van Winkle, President 


